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FOREWORD 

 

The Drought of 2012 in Illinois as described in this report was an outgrowth of several years of 

drought in the southwest which began to expand north and easterly to encompass much of the 

Midwest.  That drought continues to be problematic in states to the west and north of Illinois.   

 

Several meteorologic and hydrologic conditions contributed to the drought in Illinois.  These 

conditions are described and the resultant impacts are identified.  Quantifying the impacts in 

useful metrics has been elusive. 

 

This report serves to define the policy and technology issues which arose during the Drought of 

2012 and to explain some limitations in governmental responses to those policy and 

technological issues. 
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INTRODUCTION 
¢ƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΩǎ 5ǊƻǳƎƘǘ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ¢ŀǎƪ CƻǊŎŜ ƛǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΩǎ ŀpproval when drought 

conditions warrant a unified statewide approach.  This task force was activated on June 19, 2012 by the 

{ǘŀǘŜ ²ŀǘŜǊ tƭŀƴ ¢ŀǎƪ CƻǊŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜΦ 

Numerous droughts have occurred in Illinois with the most ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƻŎŎǳǊǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфолΩǎΣ мфрлΩǎ 

1988, 2007, and in 2012.  Following the Drought of 2007, the State Water Plan Task Force developed 

and published a ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ άState of Illinois, Drought Preparedness and Response Plan ά ŀƴŘ 

includes recommendations for future preparations for drought.  These recommendations have been 

partially implemented. 

Governmental response to drought conditions is of critical importance to those directly affected by 

drought.  Agricultural producers, public water supply users, and industrial users depend on the 

availability of water to maintain the stateΩs economy and to sustain our standard of living.  When the 

water supplies become limited as occurs during drought, restricted usage and competition for usage 

become common problems for agency administrators who are tasked with managing the waters of 

Illinois.  These problems affect secondary impacts, such as water quality (temperature, dissolve oxygen, 

nutrient concentrations), aquatic sustainability, exports, jobs, and economic vitality.  Each drought is 

unique and presents different challenges to government, and offers new opportunities to re-look at the 

administrative processes in place to respond to drought. 

This report purports to document the Drought of 2012 and its effects, and to identify those areas where 

further planning and preparation for future drought should occur.  Planning and preparation will be 

discussed based on the water supply presently available, the demand for that supply, and the need to 

plan for the expected conflicts between supply and demand. 

CONDITIONS LEADING UP TO THE DROUGHT 
Drought conditions persisted in portions of the southwestern states for several years leading up to 2012, 

with Texas being a focal point for those conditions.  In 2010 and 2011, the drought conditions in the 

southwest spread slowly northward.  Illinois meteorological conditions in the fall of 2011 were trending 

toward dry in the southern most counties, while central Illinois counties were experiencing below 

normal precipitation.  The winter of 2011 to 2012 produced little snowfall across Illinois, and was 

warmer than most winters in Illinois.  Spring conditions allowed for planting of crops with high 

expectations.  Spring precipitation was well below normal, raising fears of drought. 

PROGRESSION OF THE DROUGHT 
The National Drought Monitor reports drought conditions based on precipitation in terms of percent 

below normal.    When considering Illinois, the National Drought Monitor shows a progression of the 

drought from south to north, with the drought conditions in southern Illinois having begun in the fall of 

2011, progressively worsening across southern Illinois into March of 2012 with central Illinois showing 

moderate drought, then extending to eventually covering all Illinois counties by July 2012.  August and 
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September rainfalls moderated drought conditions across much of south central Illinois, while drought 

conditions persisted throughout most of  Illinois.  By December 2012, drought conditions were again 

worsening across most of Illinois.  The progression of the Drought is shown in Figure 1 and depicts 

drought conditions from April thru December 2012. 

Figure 1.   Monthly Drought Monitor 
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Figure 1.   Monthly Drought Monitor continued 
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Figure 1.   Monthly Drought Monitor continued
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PRECIPITATION 
 

Figure 2 shows the statewide average monthly precipitation departure for 2012. Generally dry 

conditions prevailed from January to April with slowly growing deficits by the end of April. However, the 

core months of the 2012 drought were May, June, and July, when deficits grew substantially. August was 

close to normal while September and October were above normal due to rains from the remains of 

Hurricane Isaac over Labor Day weekend and other systems. However, dry conditions returned in 

November, slowing the rate of recovery from summer conditions.  (Drought Update 12/17/12) 

The 5ǊƻǳƎƘǘ ¦ǇŘŀǘŜ ƻŦ мнκмтκмн ǎǘŀǘŜǎ έ¢ƘŜ  statewide average precipitation for January 1 to 

December 17 was 28.1 inches, 8.0 inches below normal.  In fact, the lack of precipitation in November 

and early December has caused precipitation deficits to increase across the state. Figure 3 shows the 

distribution of precipitation deficits across the state since January. Significant portions of the state are 

still 12 to 20 inches below normal on precipitation. Meanwhile, areas east of St. Louis and north of 

Champaign are at or near normal precipitation, erasing the significant deficits accumulated earlier in the 

yearΦέ 

 

Figure 2. Statewide average precipitation for 2012 in Illinois. Orange bars indicate a deficit while blue 

bars indicate a surplus of precipitation for the month.  (Courtesy of ISWS Drought Update) 
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Figure 3.   Precipitation Deficit for 2012 

STREAMFLOW CONDITIONS 
Streamflow was generally decreasing at most stations throughout the state in June, July and August. Of 

the 114 stations in Illinois with more than 30 years of continuous record, six stations set new record 

lows and 17 tied record lows   For example, the long-term streamflow station on the Sangamon River at 

Monticello had the lowest 7-day flow (0 cfs for 16 days) in 105 years of record.  Substantial precipitation 

in much of the state occurred starting in August, and continued through September, and early October, 

which resulted in a decrease in the drought severity.   
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SHALLOW GROUNDWATER WELLS 
Using groundwater wells regularly measured by the Illinois State Water Survey and the U.S. Geological 

Survey some impacts of the 2012 Drought can be documented.  The 2012 Drought resulted in most 

shallow groundwater wells showing steep declines of their levels beginning mid-winter to late spring 

and continuing into late summer. Beginning in August, some groundwater levels started to respond to 

precipitation events in east-central and southern Illinois, although not in all wells in those areas 

responded.  Additional groundwater monitoring wells responded to the precipitation in September and 

October 2012, although these again were primarily in the east-central and southern Illinois. At least 

three wells had their deepest groundwater levels for those wells with 10 or more years of record 

(Champaign, Vermilion and Lee counties). Throughout the State of Illinois, very few wells have 

recovered to the groundwater levels measured in late December 2011.  

CONFINED GROUNDWATER WELLS 
There are not as many confined aquifer monitoring wells with continuous data sets throughout Illinois. 

 These wells generally do not show direct responses to a drought, but may respond to increased 

pumping because of the drought.  As of late December 2012, several of the wells did not recover to 

water levels measured at the end of 2011. 

WATER QUALITY 
The drought resulted in several water-quality issues throughout Illinois, including high water 

temperatures and low dissolved oxygen levels which stressed fish and other biota, sometimes resulting 

in fish kills.  High water temperatures also impacted industrial and power plants with water intakes on 

rivers and lakes.  Ongoing monitoring efforts by the Illinois Environmental Protection Agency (IEPA), the 

Illinois State Water Survey (ISWS), the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS), and other agencies were able to 

document water-quality impacts of the drought.  As a result of the drought, real-time temperature 

monitoring was added at several power plants to USGS streamgages.  In response to several reports of 

harmful algal blooms, a reconnaissance was conducted by the IEPA and the USGS during August through 

October 2012 to (1) confirm recent detections of high cyanotoxin concentrations, (2) assess the spatial 

extent, concentration, and characteristics of cyanobacterial blooms in Illinois, and (3) provide data to 

support state and local agencies in managing water resources to protect human, animal, and ecological 

health. 

 

WINTER 2012 -2013  
Winter 2013 brought the apparent end of the drought.  The precipitation recorded in the winter 2013 

was above normal for the entire state as shown in Figure 4. The National Weather Service predicted  a 

slight chance of above normal precipitation for April and the 3 month period of April, May, and June. 

Topsoil throughout Illinois was rated as 81% adequate moisture by the USDA National Agricultural 

Statistics Service (USDA NASS) in the Illinois Weather and Crops Report of March 25, 2013.  However, 

Northwest and West Illinois showed 3% and 10% prospectively very short topsoil moisture.  Most 

streams in Illinois have returned to normal or above normal flows.  There are a few streams in Central 

and Eastern Illinois which are still showed below normal stream flows. The water supply reservoirs have 
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recovered.  A few reservoirs  in Central Illinois have not made a complete recovery.  The groundwater 

levels are recovering but have not returned to pre-drought levels.  Some groundwater wells in 

Northwest Illinois have not shown signs of recovery. The U.S. Drought Monitor has removed Illinois from 

all categories of drought as of March 19, 2013.  However, the very northern counties in Illinois remain 

abnormally dry.  

 The State Water Plan Task Force determined that the statewide Drought of 2012 appears to be over at 

the March 21, 2013 meeting.  There may be small areas where dry conditions remain. Due to dry 

conditions in the plains states, some low water conditions along the Mississippi River were still possible.   

 

Figure 4. Precipitation Departure from Normal for Winter 2013. 
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AGRICULTURAL CONDITIONS 
Soil moisture conditions in the spring of 2012 allowed farmers in most Illinois counties to get their crops 

planted with high expectations for a good yield.  12,800,000 acres of corn and 9,050,000 acres of 

soybeans were planted across Illinois at a time when crop prices were high.  By June 1, crop conditions 

across Illinois were reported to be mostly good, but drier conditions were already becoming a distinct 

pattern.  

By July, crops throughout Illinois were in various levels of stress due to a shortage of rainfall and many 

consecutive days of above normal temperatures.  All regions of Illinois sustained major damages to 

crops; the most severe was in the southern third of the State.  According to the USDA National 

Agricultural Statistics Service, statewide 2012 corn and soybean yields were 105 bushels per acre and 43 

bushels per acre respectively, down when compared to the 2011 yields of 157 bushels per acre for corn 

and 47.5 bushels per acre for soybeans.   

Livestock producers were also negatively impacted by the severe drought conditions.  Pastures dried up 

quickly and producers resorted to feeding stored hay early. Hay growth was significantly curtailed, 

greatly reducing the hay crop.  Some livestock producers experienced a shortage of well water.  These 

factors led to some producers liquidating a portion of their entire livestock herd.  

The pork industry also encountered higher feed prices due to the 2012 drought. In response, Governor 

Quinn directed that the next major State purchase of meat include a 30% increase in the purchase of 

pork and that it be procured from Illinois companies.     

AGRICULTURAL ISSUES 
1. Yields for corn, soybeans and hay were significantly reduced ς These lower yields resulted in 

reduced commodity exports and increased feed prices for livestock producers. 

2. Aflatoxin ς¢ƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ ŀŦƭŀǘƻȄƛƴ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ŎƻǊƴ ŎǊƻǇ 

prompted the Illinois Department of Agriculture to request a blending waiver agreement from 

the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA). This is the first time the Department has sought 

and received authority to oversee the blending of corn that contains aflatoxin. This has allowed 

the grain industry to supply livestock producers with a safe supply of corn to feed their livestock 

according to FDA aflatoxin guidelines. The blending waiver agreement expires June 1, 2013. An 

application was made to FDA to extend the blending waiver to September 1, 2013.   

3. Some livestock producers experienced a shortage of well water. These producers were faced 

with hauling water on a regular basis throughout the summer and fall to sustain their herds. 

Some deepened existing wells or dug new wells. 

4. Irrigation water usage - Agricultural irrigation increased in 2012 over previous years and that 

may foster the future expansion of irrigation systems in Illinois. 

5. Movement of agricultural products via commercial navigation system ς Movement of corn, 

soybeans, fertilizers, and other agricultural commodities is very dependent upon the inland 

waterway systems to successfully arrive at the designated destination.  Middle Mississippi River 

(St. Louis to Cairo) river stages in December were dropping to levels of great concern to the 

agricultural and navigation industries. 
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6. The economic conditions of farmers going into 2013 are expected to be better for those who 

had purchased federal crop insurance for 2012 as compared to those without that coverage.  

Those who experienced major crop damage without the protection of crop insurance may be 

experiencing financial shortfalls or hardships. 

7. Poor crop growth resulted in a limited uptake of nutrients (e.g., Nitrogen) in some areas during 

the 2012 drought.  Agricultural producers will factor in the presence of the remaining nutrients 

into their plans for the 2013 crop season to prevent nutrient runoff into water bodies.  

AGRICULTURAL RECOMMENDATIONS 

1.  Federal /State Coordination -Information Flow  
Federal agencies with drought related responsibilities should employ better practices to achieve a 

more timely release of information (e.g., disaster designation status) to their state counterparts. 

2.  Rural Water Districts    
Continued federal appropriations to USDA Rural Development are needed regarding the 
construction of rural water mains to provide a safe, reliable supply of water to rural residents. 
 

3. Planning for Future Droughts                                                                                                                                
Municipalities should be more proactive with public water supply planning to be better positioned 
to respond to future severe drought events.  

 

4.  Water Law/Policy                                                                                                                                                 
The Drought of 2012 illustrates the need in Illinois for all water related laws and policies to be 
reexamined for possible improvement. Water ownership and water rights issues are coming  to the 
forefront. 

 

5.  Aflatoxin                                                                                                                                                           
To prevent a lack of consistent testing/certification for aflatoxin levels in corn, a more unified 
testing and certification process is needed. 

 
6.  Nomenclature                                                                                                                       

Improvements in nomenclature are needed to help producers gain a clearer understanding of 

disaster assistance related programs. For example, ñEarly Release of CRP for Haying and 

Grazingò and ñEmergency Release of CRP for Haying and Grazingò caused some confusion 

in the agricultural community with the 2012 drought. 

 

7.  US Farm Bill                                                                                                                                          
Work needs to continue on the Farm Bill to ensure that disaster assistance programs are 

reauthorized and funded. 

WATER SUPPLIES 
Most public water supply systems in Illinois have adequate supplies to meet the demands of public 

ǳǎŀƎŜΦ  {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŀǊŜ άŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪέ ƻŦ ƴƻǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ 

supply demands of their users for a minimum of 18 months.  (Data for Assessing Drought Vulnerability of 
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Illinois Community Surface Water Systems, Hecht and Knapp, 2008) In mid-August ς prior to the drought 

relief brought by the remnants of Hurricane Isaac ς the water levels of most Illinois reservoirs were 

declining rapidly similar to that experienced by some of the worst historical droughts   Drought 

ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǳƴŀōŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ нлмо ōŜŦƻǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ LƭƭƛƴƻƛǎΩ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ 

reservoirs would have had serious concerns about depleted water storage, which normally occur during 

the second year of an extended drought episode. 

¢ƘŜ άŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪέ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ  which experienced the worst water supply deficits include La Harpe, Decatur, and 

Vienna Correctional Center. 

       1. La Harpe:  La Harpe supplies  water to 1400 people.   The water is diverted from Crooked Creek 

into a reservoir.    A ground water supply augments the surface supply.  The October 17, 2012 report 

ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜǊǾƻƛǊ ǿŀǎ руέ ōŜƭƻǿ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ Ǉƻƻƭ ƻƴΦ   [ŀ IŀǊǇŜ ǿas utilizing 60% groundwater and 40% 

lake water. 

       2. Decatur:  Drinking water for the City of Decatur, Illinois (Facility No. 1150150) is supplied by the 

Decatur community water supply (CWS). Lake Decatur and ten groundwater wells, serve as the source of 

this drinking water. Combined pumpage from the two surface water intakes (IEPA #45004 and #00122) 

and the wells exceeds 37.5 million gallons per day, providing water to approximately 34,000 service 

connections and an estimated population of 87,000 people. Connected facilities that purchase all their 

water from Decatur include the Village of Mt. Zion (1150350).  Local industry in Decatur accounts for a 

large portion of the water usage. 

       3. Vienna/Shawnee Correctional Centers:   Vienna/Shawnee Correction Center (VSCC) reservoir 

supplies water to 4000 people.    VSCC experienced record low water levels in their reservoir.  Snowfall 

in January 2013 started the recovery of their reservoir.  By March 20, 2013 the reservoir was full. 

PUBLIC WATER SUPPLY ISSUES 
1. Decatur problems reoccur during each drought 

2. Some communities have water supplies which are not adequate for 18 months 

PUBLIC WATER SUPPLY RECOMMENDATIONS 
1. Work with Department of Corrections to find source for reservoir augmentation at VSCC. 

2. IEPA has requested Decatur to provide weekly status reports on their efforts to obtain additional 

sources of drinking water. 

3. Additional state-wide water supply planning should be conducted to identify the supply and 

demand on surface and groundwater supplies. 

INDUSTRIAL WATER USAGE 
The coal industry depends on a constant water supply to suppress coal dust as coal is mined.  These coal 

mine operations draw water from numerous sources, including local impoundments, rivers and streams, 

and federal reservoir allocations.   
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A coal mine in Washington County experienced shortages of available water in August and requested 

access to water from state park lakes.  The mine was able to obtain water to sustain their operations 

through their own initiatives. 

Power plants depend on water supplies to provide cooling water which is essential to the generation of 
electricity. Closed system plants are those that utilize cooling towers or maintain cooling ponds. Cooling 
pond plants maintain an adequate water supply to sustain operations for a limited time period. Cooling 
tower plants still need a small supply of make-up water. Open cycle plants require a continuous supply 
of cooling water from adjacent waterways, most of which is immediately returned to the water source. 
Low flow conditions during 2012 resulted in the need to limit make-up flow and/or to decrease power 
generation at many power generating facilities in order to stay in regulatory compliance and maintain 
safe unit operation.  
 
Nuclear power plants such as Braidwood Station that withdraws water from the Kankakee River reached 
its low flow threshold specified in their DNR Public Water withdrawal permit and withdrawal of water 
was temporarily suspended. The Kendall 1200-MW combined cycle combustion gas turbine station 
draws water from the Illinois River and its withdrawal of that water was severely restricted when the 
Illinois and Kankakee river flows  reached low flow limits set by permit. Three open-cycle fossil fueled 
plants on the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal/Lower Des Plaines River and one on the Mississippi River 
were required to reduce power production during critical demand periods in response to extremely low 
river flow conditions, which were further exacerbated by frequent level manipulations by upstream 
entities.  
 
Low river flows coupled with prolonged periods of above average air and water temperatures also 
challenged power plants to meet their National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System permits (NPDES) 
discharge temperature limits. Short-term site-specific thermal variances were granted by the Illinois 
Environmental Protection Agency, based on the showing of sufficient need by individual entities.  

INDUSTRIAL WATER USAGE ISSUES 
1. Public Water stream regulation of water withdrawals 

2. Nuclear power plant dependence on limited water supply 

3. Fossil-fueled powered power plants dependence on limited water supplies 

4. Coal mining industry dependent on limited water supplies 

INDUSTRIAL WATER USE RECOMMENDATIONS 
1. Work with industries to identify adequate water supplies required to sustain existing and 

projected production levels 

2. Work with industries to develop recommended water use restrictions when water supplies are 

inadequate to sustain existing production 

3. Develop a mechanism to obtain expedient, long-term emergency regulatory relief for IEPA and 

IDNR restrictions upon demonstration of no adverse impacts. 

PRIVATE WATER USAGE 
Many agricultural producers were large water users in 2012.  Water was used for crop irrigation and for 

livestock production.  Sources of water included surface water streams and groundwater wells.   
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Irrigation usage on the Vermilion River upstream of Streator depleted the stream flow at Streator such 

that no water was reported over the Streator dam.  Streator draws water from the Vermilion River 

above the dam for replenishment of their water supply lake.  With no water in the stream, alternate 

water sources were sought.  Irrigation utilizing groundwater reduced the groundwater availability for 

private users.   Several counties received complaints about the irrigations wells depleting private wells. 

Numerous private wells in shallow aquifers ran dry.   Supplemental water sources were utilized.   

Supplemental water demand significantly increased demand on municipal systems.  Some municipalities 

eliminated bulk water sales as their supplies dwindled. 

PRIVATE WATER USAGE ISSUES 
1. Competition for groundwater supplies 

2. Inadequate supplemental sources 

PRIVATE WATER USE RECOMMENDATIONS 
1. Illinois should conduct a state-wide assessment of all water uses, including private water uses, 

and assess the supply and demand and the challenges of meeting that demand 

NATURAL RESOURCE IMPACTS 
As flows in the rivers and streams of Illinois decreased during the drought, water temperatures rose and 

dissolved oxygen levels fell.  These river and stream conditions contributed to a significant number of 

fish kills which occurred state-wide.  Additionally, several mussel beds dried up, leaving the mussels 

exposed to high temperatures and predators.   

The hazards of wildfire existed in natural areas as dry weather persisted.  These natural areas are used 

frequently by campers and hikers.  In many areas of southern Illinois, the dry conditions led to burn bans 

which were implemented by most counties.   

NATURAL RESOURCE ISSUES: 
1.  Fish kills. Mussel loss 

2. Low DO, high water temperatures 

3. Request from industry for water from State Parks 

NATURAL RESOURCE RECOMMENDATIONS: 
1. Monitor the variety and abundance of fish, mussels, and other aquatic life in the rivers and lakes 

that have experienced drought impacts. 

2. Develop resource management plans to address the impacts of drought. 

NAVIGATION CONDITIONS 
National drought conditions grew progressively worse across states along the Mississippi River and 

Missouri River.  With reduced natural runoff from the Missouri River Basin, and with flows dropping 

along the Mississippi River, the Mississippi River from St. Louis, Missouri to Cairo, Illinois began to show 
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signs of navigational stress.  Scheduled reductions in Missouri River reservoir releases occurred on 

December 1 in accordance with the Missouri River Basin Master Manual.  On December 1, 2012 the 

Corps reduced reservoir releases from 37,000 cfs to 12,000 cfs.  Mississippi River stages were predicted 

to fall to -5.5 feet at the St. Louis gage by December 15 which would significantly limit navigation near 

DǊŀƴŘ ¢ƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ¢ƘŜōŜǎΦ  ! ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ !ǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ {ŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ǊƳȅ ǘƻ άǘŀƪŜ ŀƭƭ 

ǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘƛƻƴέ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ aƛŘŘƭŜ aƛǎǎƛǎǎƛǇǇƛ wƛǾŜǊΦ  The lowest stage at the 

Mississippi River St. Louis gage was -4.52 feet on January 2, 2013. 

Utilization of barges to move commodities is very efficient.  To replace one barge, the commodities 

would fill 16 jumbo hopper rail cars or 70 trucks.   It would strain the transportation system to move 

these commodities utilizing a different mode.  During the low stages on the Mississippi River, barges are 

ƴƻǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ƭƻŀŘŜŘ ǘƻ Ŧǳƭƭ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ όммΩ -мнΩ ŘǊŀŦǘύΦ  ²ƘŜƴ ƭƻŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǊƎŜǎΣ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƻǊǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŎƻƎƴƛȊŀƴǘ 

of future river levels as the travel time for a barge down the river takes days. 

Navigation was threatened in the 180 miles stretch of the Mississippi River from St. Louis to Cairo.  In 

order to maintain navigation on the Mississippi River, the Corps of Engineers begin dredging and rock 

removal near Thebes in December 2012.  The Corps of Engineers began releasing water from Carlisle 

Lake on December 15, 2012 to supplement flows on the Mississippi River.  The Corps does not have 

authority to release water from the Missouri River reservoirs for navigation on the Mississippi River.   

NAVIGATION ISSUES 
1. Navigation on the Mississippi River is dependent on flows from states in the Upper Mississippi 

River and the Missouri River.  When drought affects the Midwest and western states, navigation 

can be threatened. 

2. Many Illinois exports and imports are dependent upon navigation.  Ensuring a reliable navigation 

system during drought is not always possible. 

NAVIGATION RECOMMENDATIONS 
1.  Meet with navigation industry to develop plan of action for drought conditions. 

2.  Meet with all transportation industries to develop plan of action for drought conditions. 

ECONOMICS OF THE DROUGHT 
Numerous economic consequences of the Drought of 2012 have been reported.  These consequences 

include: reduced crop production, reduced livestock operations, coal industry reduction in mining, 

power industry reduction in power generation, water use restrictions in communities which reduced 

commercial business opportunities, dependence on federal and state loan programs to ensure economic 

vitality of Illinois businesses, and lost opportunities.  The Department of Commerce and Economic 

Opportunity is working to obtain data to document these economic consequences.  This work is on-

going. 

The National Drought Mitigation Center reported ethanol production fell in 2012.  Numerous ethanol 

plants closed throughout the summer and fall. EPA refused to waive the mandated ethanol production.  
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Corn was imported into Illinois from North Dakota for both ethanol production and livestock feed.    

Ethanol producers lost $0.36 per gallon in 2012 after making $0.24 per gallon in 2011.   

ECONOMIC  IMPACTS 
1. Financial loss in agricultural community 

2. Government program costs 

3. Transportation of products 

4. Reduction in Illinois exports  

ECONOMIC RECOMMENDATIONS 
1. Development of a comprehensive plan, by appropriate governmental agencies, to assist those 

famers whose acreage is currently uninsured to acquire crop insurance before the next major 

drought event occurs. 

2. It may be of value for appropriate governmental agencies to assess the current situation related 

to the overall efficiency of all major intermodal operations located in close proximity to the 

Mississippi River.  This evaluation would be conducted with an eye on the likelihood of future 

drought events and the need to mobilize alternative methods of transportation as quickly, 

efficiently, and cost-effectively as possible. 

3. Improve awareness of programs designed to assist with drought recovery. 

TECHNICAL ISSUES 
Regulation of water usage based at low flow conditions has met with opposition from power companies 

as it impacts their ability to generate electricity.  Some biologists believe that the Q 7,10 flow rate 

provides a good indicator of when instream aquatic resources will be at stress levels, and acknowledge 

that there may be other important metrics to consider, including temperature and dissolved oxygen.  A 

more robust metric of reduced withdrawal and for no withdrawals may be possible to develop. 

Temperature restrictions on water releases to Illinois rivers and streams are managed by the IEPA.  

When water temperatures in the rivers and streams rise due to high air temperatures, meeting the 

temperature restriction becomes challenging for compliance.  IEPA has a process for issuing provisional 

variances, based on adequate showing of need by individual entities. 

TECHNICAL ISSUES 
1. Use of  Q 7,10 flow for initial regulation of water withdrawals 

2. Variances during low flow conditions 

TECHNICAL RECOMMENDATIONS 
1. Convene meeting between regulators and industry to review opportunities for revising low 

flow water use restriction and available thermal relief mechanisms. 
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POLICY ISSUES 
The availability of water for multiple uses during periods of low flows and limited water supply has few 

administrative remedies.  When riparian owners utilize available water, other users may find themselves 

with insufficient water supply to operate.  Comprehensive studies and management standards for water 

supply, both surface water and groundwater, are needed to help with future consequences of drought. 

 

POLICY ISSUES 
1. Limited management authority for governmental units to respond to drought 

a. No regulation of limited groundwater resources 

b. No regulation of riparian water usage 

c. Few identified alternative water supplies for municipalities 

2. Uncertainty about government programs available to assist 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 
1. Develop statewide water use management strategy for drought periods 

2. Review Q 7,10 flow rates and associated parameters for low flow regulated usage 

3. Develop statewide water supply planning regions and perform a statewide water supply and 

demand assessment 

4. Review existing governmental authorities to respond to drought emergencies and develop new 

authorities where needed 
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 Response to the 2012 Drought 
 
Through much of its history, the Illinois State Water Survey (ISWS), a Division of the Prairie Research 
Institute at the University of Illinois, has been involved in climate and water supply issues that are 
central to the analysis and understanding of drought and its impacts.  Throughout the progression of the 
2012 drought, ISWS scientists, including the State Climatologist, were monitoring the climatic and 
hydrologic conditions of the State.  An initial report on dry conditions was issued by the ISWS in April 
2012, and a drought advisory was declared in May 2012.  The ISWS presentation to the State Water Plan 
¢ŀǎƪ CƻǊŎŜ ƻƴ WǳƴŜ мф ǿŀǎ ŀ ƪŜȅ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀŎǘƛǾŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ 5ǊƻǳƎƘǘ 
Response Task Force.  Over the course of the drought the ISWS has continued to provide periodic 
assessments of the climatic and hydrologic conditions during the drought, the most recent of which is 
attached.    
 
Like the drought itself, many of its impacts are slow in developing.  To anticipate the extent of impacts 
and identify their potential threats, it is often necessary to understand similar impacts of past droughts, 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ L{²{Ωǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜΦ  CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ōȅ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ 
that a water supply lake is 2 feet below normal; but instead is important to understand if such below-
normal behavior has led to problems in similar drought episodes.  As part of its standard activities, the 
WARM (Water and Atmospheric Monitoring) program at the ISWS has collected and maintained long-
term records on water supply lake levels, groundwater levels, and soil moisture that are essential to 
understanding the implications of ongoing drought conditions and providing a prognosis or perspective 
ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŘǊƻǳƎƘǘΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΦ   
 
As the primary agency in Illinois for research and information on surface water, groundwater, and the 
atmosphere, the ISWS has continued to collect data, analyze information, and provide advice to State, 
Federal and regional agencies and also to private citizens during the drought period.  Much of the 
ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ŘǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ƻƴ 5ŜŎŀǘǳǊΩǎ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΤ 
with data being collected and analyzed by ISWS scientists to identify: 1) stream channel losses in the 
SŀƴƎŀƳƻƴ wƛǾŜǊ ǳǇǎǘǊŜŀƳ ƻŦ [ŀƪŜ 5ŜŎŀǘǳǊΣ нύ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ 5ŜŎŀǘǳǊΩǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻƴ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ǿŀǘŜǊ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƛƴ 
the Mahomet Aquifer, and 3) interactions between groundwater and the Sangamon River, with an 
ultimate purpose of quantifying how much of the water pumped from the aquifer actually reaches Lake 
5ŜŎŀǘǳǊ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ǎǳǇǇƭȅΦ   
 
Water budget models of water supply lakes, developed previously as part of the ISWS programmatic 
studies, have also been used to compare the impacts of the current drought with that of previous 
historical droughts.  These comparisons and projections based on historical drought sequences have 
been used to identify community systems that potentially would be vulnerable to water supply 
shortages if drought conditions were to continue.   
 
Finally, following past drought episodes the ISWS has produced comprehensive reports documenting 
those droughts and associated impacts, as it will for the current drought once its recovery is nearly 
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complete.  These drought reports are essentiŀƭ ŦƻǊ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ L{²{Ωǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀƴŘ 
understand Illinois drought characteristics so that we can address future drought episodes.  The ISWS 
also maintains a drought web site on current drought information, drought planning and preparation, 
and an archive on previous Illinois droughts.  Go to:  http://www.isws.illinois.edu/hilites/drought/ 
 
Additional activities of the ISWS and the State Climatologist during the drought include: 
 

Analyze data on current water availability at water supply systems throughout Illinois and work 
with IEPA to identify which of these systems are most likely to experience water supply concerns 
at various stages throughout the drought. 
 
Prepare/update hydrologic models of selected community water supply systems that are able to 
quantify the relationship between observed water levels, water use and its conservation, and 
the ongoing hydrologic and climatic forces.  Use these models to: 1) prepare prognoses of 
expected water availability and vulnerability if drought conditions are to persist, and 2) simulate 
conditions with the water supply if the climatic and hydrologic sequences from past extreme 
droughts were assumed to recur today, thus juxtaposing the historical droughts with the 
existing community water supply systems.   
 
Prepare written reports and briefings for the Illinois Drought Response Task Force (DRTF). These 
are posted on the Water Survey web site.  Prepare informational materials for the public, 
agencies, and media that describe the vulnerability of water supply systems to drought with 
specific regard to the ongoing water supply conditions, common misconceptions concerning 
ŘǊƻǳƎƘǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǿƻǊǎǘ ƘȅŘǊƻƭƻƎƛŎ ŘǊƻǳƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ the past.   
 
Help with providing documentation for disaster declarations. This ranges from providing 
ǎǘŀǘŜǿƛŘŜ ǇǊŜŎƛǇƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΩǎ ŘǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǇǊŜǎǎ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ 
with monthly rainfall amounts and the normal monthly values for their area.  
 
Regularly talk to the media and give presentations to groups interested in drought. The State 
Climatologist typically deals with media requests on a daily basis.  Presentations have been 
made to many groups and meeting, including farm and agriculture groups, the Mahomet Aquifer 
Consortium and other regional water supply planning groups, the American Water Works 
Association, Illinois Environmental Protection Agency, and other related agencies and 
associations.  
 
Participate in regional and national meetings and webinars as either a panelist or presenter. 
 
Provide feedback to the authors of the US Drought Monitor. 

 

http://www.isws.illinois.edu/hilites/drought/
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January 25, 2013 

Summary 

Precipitation since the December 17, 2012, Drought Update has been slightly below average in parts of 

central and northern Illinois and above average in southern Illinois. Soil moisture, streamflows, and lake 

levels, especially in southern Illinois, have shown continued improvement since December. However, 

more precipitation is needed for improvement in the deeper soil levels, some lake levels, and shallow 

groundwater, particularly in western and northern Illinois where there has been less recovery in the 

precipitation deficit. As there has been with most historical drought episodes, there has been 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǾŀǊƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǇǊŜŎƛǇƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƳƻǳƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǳǎ ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƻǳƎƘǘΩǎ 

impact and its current state of recovery.  For example, the La Harpe Reservoir in western Illinois, is one 

of those pockets where water supply concerns have not yet been allayed.  Even with what could be 

considered, by most standards, a full recovery in hydrologic conditions later this spring, there could still 

be lingering water supply impacts in the summer 2013 in those areas using or influenced by shallow 

groundwater.   

 

Precipitation and Temperature 

The statewide precipitation was 3.1 inches, 116 percent of the long-term average for the period from 

December 17, 2012, to January 24, 2013. Precipitation totals ranged from 2 to 3 inches in northern 

Illinois to 2 to 5 in central Illinois to 3 to 7 inches in southern Illinois (Figure 1). In general, amounts were 

close to average in northern Illinois, slightly below average across central Illinois, and 1 to 2 inches 

above average in southern Illinois (Figure 2).  

Figure 3 shows the 2012 statewide monthly precipitation departure from the 1981-2010 average. 

Generally dry conditions prevailed from January to April with slowly growing deficits by the end of April. 

However, the core months of the 2012 drought were May, June, and July, when deficits grew 

substantially. August was close to normal while September and October were above normal due to rains 

from the remains of Hurricane Isaac over Labor Day weekend and other weather systems. Dry 

conditions prevailed in November, with slightly drier than average precipitation for December.   

The statewide average precipitation for the year 2012 was 30.4 inches, 9.6 inches below the 1981-2010 

average. Figure 4 shows the distribution of precipitation deficits across the state for 2012. The amounts 

http://www.isws.illinois.edu/
http://www.isws.illinois.edu/hilites/drought

